The significance of contact centre employment has recently been the subject of renewed debate in regional policymaking which has been driven by media comment on the threat of off-shoring. Despite these concerns, empirical research on the scale of such activities in regions is limited. This article reviews available data on contact centre employment in the subregions of North-West England. The evidence appears to show continued growth in the number of contact centres and employment totals. The concluding section reconsiders the significance of contact centres for Regional Economic Strategies that focus on developing high value-added activities.
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INTRODUCTION
Recent policy debates concerning the impacts of the phenomenon of "off-shoring" have focused attention once again on the contribution that contact centres make towards the UK economy and its constituent regions. Business and media coverage of economic changes affecting contact centres over the past two years has drawn attention to the trend towards off-shoring to low labour cost locations particularly to the Indian subcontinent [Newing, 2004] . The impression given by commentators is that this trend has been at the expense of jobs in the UK. As one example, the Managing Director of ICT Europe has stated that '2004 will be viewed as the year of the off-shore contact centre, the year when off-shoring became a truly widely adopted business strategy. Under strong pressure to control costs, it is no longer a question of if you should take contact centre work off-shore, but when and how' [Puttock, 2004] .
At present, there is only limited independent academic research to test the assumption that these recent changes have led directly to job losses in the UK. Existing research on processes of change in call centres and regional development is fairly comprehensive for the period up to the late 1990s [Richardson and Marshall 1996; Richardson et al., 2000; Richardson and Belt 2001; Bishop et al., 2003 ]. More recently, some interesting attempts have been made to analyse the national situation.
Studies have shown, for instance, that the UK continues to display a growing trade surplus in business services and that most "outsourcing" is still within the UK and not off-shore [Abramovsky et al., 2004; Abramovsky and Griffith 2005] . However, there is little recent research on the effects of corporate reorganisation on employment in contact centres at the regional scale.
The purpose of this article is to examine available evidence of recent patterns of change in contact centre employment and to consider the significance and role of contact centres for the achievement of regional economic strategies. Previous research has drawn attention to policy debates concerning the quality of jobs and levels of pay in contact centres [Richardson and Belt, 2001; Belt and Richardson 2005] . More recent discussion of the threats to call centre employment associated with offshoring has perhaps added to scepticism concerning the extent to which contact centres may provide sustainable employment in peripheral regions in future.
These policy issues are discussed in the context of recent evidence of change in employment in contact centres in the North-West Region of England.
OFF-SHORING, THE CONTACT CENTRE INDUSTRY AND THE 'EXPORT OF UK JOBS'?
It is widely recognised that contact centre activities are highly exposed to off-shoring practices since the nature of the business allow operators to work in the remote locations without necessarily affecting the nature of the services provided. New information technologies have improved the efficiency and speed of interchange of data on competitive global networks which reduces the costs of calls and makes possible the creation of contact centre businesses that serves different geographical areas across the world [Richardson and Marshall, 1999] . It is also the case that offshoring affects the UK service sector in particular as it is a major exporter of services and will therefore be sensitive to shifts in international competitiveness. These debates and issues have inevitably raised the question about the threat of job losses within UK call centres associated with off-shoring [DTI, 2004] .
However, a company's decision to locate some (or all) of its operations in another geographical area involves complex factors that are often overlooked in media coverage. Contact centre activities are not homogenous as they can be found in a wide variety of product-markets and across all sectors of the economy. Business conditions will clearly vary in terms of such factors as cost pressures, levels of dependence on specialist forms of knowledge in the UK workforce and the need for close linkage with other industries and business networks. Contact activities that operate in an industry with recognised global products and standards (as in some areas of insurance or banking) might well respond to sluggish growth in revenue by considering offshore locations. However, in some other product markets, as for some UK utilities, high cost pressure may perhaps be overridden by the value of local knowledge and worries about loss of service quality arising from off-shoring. In these circumstances, other strategies based on spatial restructuring within the UK are available to businesses experiencing competitive pressures. Significant cost saving, for instance, may be generated by consolidation of activities into larger contact centres to gain economies of scale or by outsourcing within the UK.
The Department of Trade and Industry [DTI, 2004:131] argues that the main reason that 'businesses consider off-shoring contact centres is to reduce the 60-70% of their operating expenses which are spent on agent salaries'. It is also suggested that agentdriven expenses can reach £8m (per year) with respect to a 500-seat contact centre.
At labour rates current at the time, it was suggested that a 50-seat contact centre move to India would be able to achieve payback within three months. The DTI also draws attention to levels of flexibility in the labour market and the fact that performances in terms of average speed of answered calls can also be increased through off-shoring.
Their report also suggests that there are higher levels of job satisfaction reported in India compared to the UK which produces low attrition levels and reduces recruitment and retention problems.
While the trend to off-shoring of contact centres has attracted considerable attention, it is difficult to obtain precise data on the number of businesses that have moved abroad. It is also problematic to associate off-shoring with specific closures and job losses in the UK. This is partly due to the problems with official data and industry classifications. But even if this data made it easier to identify contact centre employment, it would not be simple to trace these labour market impacts at the micro level. There will be time lapses in the process of restructuring which allow other changes to occur that obscure the effects of off-shoring. Contact centre workers, for instance, may be offered positions in other departments in the same businesses and this type of information on redeployment is not freely available. Heckley [2005: 377] indeed notes that the definition of an 'exported job' is 'difficult to define in a dynamic economy where change occurs simultaneously on a number of dimensions'; a business that is involved in moving contact functions offshore is highly likely to be engaged in a widespread restructuring that affects other operations and locations in the UK. Businesses may also be simultaneously engaged in outsourcing as well as off-shoring and disaggregating the labour market impacts of off-shoring would be difficult to achieve.
While most attention has been given to contact centre businesses which outsource offshore, there are cases of businesses reverting back to a UK base. The DTI [2004:136] Even on the issue of labour costs themselves, where the argument might appear relatively clear cut, recent reports suggest that cost management in off-shore contact centres may be a growing problem over time as labour rates between global contact centre locations converge. Datamonitor [2005] , for instance, has suggested that call centre agent benefits are rising in India and Malaysia as local managers are working to reduce attrition rates. Despite these complexities, when jobs are created abroad following off-shoring, a common assumption is that this means aggregate job losses in UK and the NW region. While it is not possible to identify 'exported jobs' accurately using official UK employment data for reasons suggested previously, some information on patterns of change in businesses can be used to suggest the aggregate effects on employment totals.
MEASURING REGIONAL CHANGE IN CONTACT CENTRE ACTIVITY
Attempts to measure the contribution of the 'contact centre industry' to regional economies face considerable challenges in terms of definitions and data sources.
While it can be counterproductive to engage in debate as to whether or not 'contact centres' constitute an industry in their own right, there are issues that affect our ability to measure their economic significance. Official statistics are constructed on the basis of classifications that contain assumption about what constitutes an 'industry', 'sector' 'skill' or 'occupation'. These classifications are updated periodically, but such changes tend to be minimal to avoid problems for analysis of trends over time.
The difficult arises in that the Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) tends to be constructed around product-markets or specific types of services to end-users [Jones, 2003] . As contact centres deal with a very wide range of products and services, the economic significance of contact centre functions tends to be dispersed and largely 'invisible' in official statistics on regional employment that use SIC codes.
Changes were last made to the SIC in 2003 in order to take account of the fact that new products, processes and industries emerge. These changes that were made following a UK consultation process have been outlined by Jones [2003] and these include a category for 'call centre activities' (SIC 74.86) . For the first time, therefore, official data is published for contact centres although the data is for one year only so no time trend can be analysed. Table one shows that, according to this data, businesses that responded to the ABI in 2003 as 'call centre businesses' employed a total of 25,112 nationally of whom over one fifth (5,346) were employed by businesses in the NW Region.
(Table 1)
While this data has 'official status' it should be treated with considerable caution. It is derived from a survey where managers are required to state the nature of their business as a basis for classification. In many cases, it is quite likely that survey respondents will describe the particular service that they deliver (e.g. insurance services) rather than the nature of the technology or the form of organisation that is used (call centre).
Partly due to these problems with data, recent work completed by ContactBabel This data has been assembled in the first instance from the UK Contact Centre Operations Directory that contained information on 2,800 businesses across the UK.
Various sources were used to expand this source and new entries have been added.
The authors exclude centres with under ten employees and in an unreported number of cases estimates have been made of 'numbers of seats' and employment. While aggregate data are described as 'approximations' and should not be considered as accurate down to single figures, the outcome of this research process demonstrates the potential levels of underestimation of contact centre employment found in official statistics for 2003. Contactbabel [2004] identified 4,825 contact centres across the UK regions, 540 of these located within the NW region (11%). It is estimated that these activities generate as many as 846,000 jobs nationally of which around 132,000 are in the NW region (16%). In terms of size structure, the North West has a higher proportion of medium and large size contact centre compared to national averages.
Until recently, there has been no means of providing independent corroborating evidence from other sources to verify the findings of ContactBabel. However, a recent publication produced by National Statistics and reported in Labour Market Trends by Heckley [2005:138] identifies five categories of jobs that are considered to be central to outsourcing and off-shoring of contact centres using the most recent SOC 2000 occupations. He argues that this will circumvent the definition problems associated with industry classifications because 'looking at employment by occupation has the benefit of ignoring sectoral definitions'.
The relevant occupations as shown in table two include call centre agents and operators, and customer care occupations, as well as ICT managers, software professionals and IT technicians. The data is provided through special access to the most recent Labour Force Survey (LFS) for 2005 which is collected using a sample survey of households that provides reasonable estimates of employment characteristics at least down to regional or sub-regional levels (data is available below this but accuracy is impaired by reduced sample sizes).
(Table 2)
Clearly, with the exception of call centre agents, one cannot assume that all of these workers are associated specifically with customer care using contact centre technologies and methods. It is therefore not surprising that the total of all workers total over one million for the UK. However, even the orders of magnitude in this data for call centre agents (87,000) far exceeds the numbers recorded in official employment data for 2003 as reported above (25, 112) . Furthermore, detailed inspection of definitions of occupations described as 'call centre agent' and 'customer care' reveals considerable overlap. Customer care occupations will include, for instance, such job titles as 'customer care adviser' and 'customer service assistant'. Heckley (2005: 379) argues, in fact, that these two categories 'appear to be one and same thing'. These two categories combined show call centre employment nationally to be approaching 400,000 which, Heckley suggests, is a reasonable estimate of employment in call centres. Other independent assessments of the total employment in UK call centres show estimates generally above 400,000 [Datamonitor 2004 1 ].
These figures do not quite reach the levels indicated by the method used by
ContactBabel which exceeds 800,000. However, the totals derived from the LFS are of the same order of magnitude as the 'number of seats' identified (529,000) and some of the differences may be caused by varying methods for quantifying part time workers which represent a high proportion of the total in some call centres.
1 see also www.business-strategies.co.uk
ContactBabel also relied initially on the UK Contact Centre Operations Directory which may include a higher proportion of contact centre operation that are not 'freestanding' but co-located with other operations within the same firm. Also, the latter may adopt a wider definition of what constitutes a contact centre job by including all ancillary and support workers who do not fall under managerial and technical occupations. Given these caveats, it does not seem unreasonable to assume that up to 800,000 jobs may be directly dependent upon contact centres. 'exports have increased just as fast' [Heckley 2005: 378] . (Table 3) To conclude this section, available evidence appears to show that contact centres provide very significant employment in the UK and in the NW region. Estimates range from around 420,000 up to higher estimates around 800,000, depending on definition and methods of counting workers. These workers are also found across a very wide range of sectors including prominently finance, utilities, computing and retailing as well as manufacturing. As regards change over time, the evidence presented appears to show that, despite media interpretation of job losses arising from off-shoring, expansion of the activity generally seems sufficient to enable employment growth in UK call centres alongside continued off-shoring. Growth in employment has been particularly focused in the NW region.
THE CONTACT CENTRE INDUSTRY IN NORTH-WEST ENGLAND

Contactbabel
These data suggest that there may still be employment growth potential in contact centre businesses in spite of media attention given to the off-shoring phenomenon.
Several sources of evidence all point to the conclusion that contact centre activity has been expanding in recent years and that the rate of growth has been sufficient to accommodate domestic growth in employment as well as increases in off-shoring.
This is evident not only in employment trends identified by ContactBabel, but also by analysis of occupation data [Heckley, 2005] and the growth of both import and export values in international trade [Abramovsky et al., 2004; Abramovsky and Griffith 2005] .
CHANGE IN THE CONTACT CENTRE INDUSTRY AND REGIONAL ECONOMIC STRATEGY
These conclusions drawn from recent data need careful consideration in the context of regional economic policy making in the UK where there has been a tendency to dismiss contact centre activities as incompatible with the objective of raising the levels of labour productivity in the regions by targeting higher value-added activities.
The North West Regional Development Agency (NWRDA) has recently published its Regional Economic Strategy (RES) that covers headline themes on business, skills and employment, regeneration, infrastructure and quality of life. Under the business theme, the aim is to 'assist the creation, development and attraction of competitive, high value activities and profitable businesses within a culture of enterprise and innovation' (emphasis added). A key factor influencing the RES concerns interpretations of the relative scale of the region's economy as measured by Gross
Value Added (GVA). There is an assumption that there is a 'GVA gap' between the NW region and UK averages that particularly affects service industries. In other words, the strategy is constructed on the assumption that some services, and contact centres in particular, appear to have below average wages and salaries and/or below average levels of operating surplus or profitability compared to other activities.
Given the evolution of regional economies across the UK and the roles assigned to regions by past phases of development, this in not an unexpected observation nor should it necessarily be regarded as a criticism of service businesses in the regions.
One would not expect, for instance, that salaries and levels of profitability of financial service activities based in Greater Manchester would be on a par with those in London and the South East where living costs are higher and businesses tend to compete on an international as well as a national scale. The spatial division of labour in large service organisations will also tend to produce such uneven patterns of development.
The strategic response to this observation in the RES appears to be that this GVA gap needs to be (and indeed can be) narrowed and even closed and that there is a need to focus on sectors in regions that have the potential to generate high levels of GVA per worker (or growth in GVA per worker). Particular reference is made in this context to the application of science, the expansion of research and development activities and promotion of so-called 'knowledge-based' industries. The driving logic of the arguments outlined above is stated explicitly in determining the definition of 'developing sectors' within which the strategy states that there will be 'focussed development of new and higher value businesses' [RES: 11].
It is a common perception that contact centres generate low levels of GVA per worker. This view is prominent in the report prepared for NWRDA by Regeneris while the rates for team leaders average around £17/18,000.
(Table 4)
This data from ContactBabel can be compared with levels of gross annual pay for full time employees in a range of occupations in the NW Region derived from the 2004
Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings [National Statistics, 2004] . Table five confirms general impressions that contact centre salaries (mainly included under 
(Table 5)
While data seems to confirm relatively low salaries for call centre occupations, the assumption that this means that contact centres have little to contribute to the achievement of GVA targets in the RES could be challenged. It has been recognised for some time that labour markets in many regions that are characterised by concentrations if high technology or knowledge-intensive businesses tend to be segmented and polarised [Hall and Markusen, 1985; Massey, Quintas and Wield, 1992] . These regions are partly sustained by the co-existence of high paid scientific work alongside a relatively low wage service economy and a highly competitive graduate labour market. This suggests that high GVA activities are sustained, in part, by direct or indirect local linkages with lower GVA service activities. Similarly, it could be argued that greater efficiency in local contact centre businesses may support and help to sustain high GVA businesses in similar or related sectors.
Recent growth in contact centre employment, however, may have another consequence, in that the tightness of labour markets in the major conurbations may increase rates of attrition and cause decision makers in the industry to consider relocation or expansion in smaller labour markets elsewhere. There could be opportunities to work with these businesses to ensure any 'overspill' benefits are retained in the region by promoting contact centre locations in smaller towns and cities. This would be consistent with the objectives of the RES to diversify the economies of smaller cities that have 'few economic drivers' as in Blackpool, Barrow, West Cumbria and East Lancashire.
These spatial differences in the density of contact centre businesses are reflected not only in the numbers of workers in different locations, but also in spatial variations in salaries. Table six shows that there are wage differentials for all grades of workers between Greater Manchester and smaller towns and cities in Lancashire and, in particular, in Cumbria. These data suggest that there may be a good business case for some decentralisation within the region and that this could be harnessed to the benefit of regeneration in more peripheral towns and cities in the region.
( Table 6) CONCLUSION This paper has shown that, despite recent publicity over outsourcing and off-shoring, published data appears to suggest that employment in contact centres in the UK is continuing to expand and forecasts suggests that this is likely to continue at least through to 2008 [DTI, 2004] . Growth in employment is particularly strong in the NW region. The buoyant global market for these types of services is also evidenced through analyses of UK international trade. It is also shown that employment in contact centres serve a very wide range of markets and industries. In structural terms, therefore, contact centres cut across conventional definitions of 'industries'. Despite evidence of continued employment growth, the debate about the impact of off-shoring has drawn attention to some of the competitive issues that are faced by UK-based specialist contact centres and also by firms and organisations that adopt these methods of dealing with customers within the context of their business.
The Regional Economic Strategy highlights the sectors that are intended as targets for development. This list currently makes no reference to contact centres, although many of the sectors identified represent important product-markets that make use of contact centres. It is argued that a narrow focus on 'high GVA' activities ignores some of the complexities and inter-linkages that exist regionally between high and low GVA activities. In this regard, improved efficiency and quality in the provision of customer contact services within the region could enhance levels of productivity in a wide range of related industries and services that are more readily recognised for their capacity to produce growth in GVA per worker. 
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